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When mother was in prison

Our mother was born in 1919 just after the end
of World War one. She was half French.

“Signer”, nineteen years old, was the son of a French
businessman and owner of a canned meat company in Hanoi,
Vietnam. He was visiting his father during school holidays.
Was it his destiny that caused him to meet a young Lao girl by
the name of Nang Phanh in Ban Nong Panai,Vientiane, Laos.

§ o~ . Inany case, they were married in a Lao ceremony
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and moved to live in Hanoi. Signer worked supervising his

father’s factory.

Nang Phanh (my grandmother) gave birth to her
firstborn son in Hanoi. Sadly the baby died at the age of
only 9 months. When Nang Phanh was pregnant with her |
second child, Nang Lek (my Great - Grandma) suggested |
that she come over to stay with her in Vientiane. There |
would be plenty of relatives,in Ban Nong Panai to look after |
her. This time Nanh J?h’anh ve“*hgrth ‘to al daughter. The
baby (our mOtbef‘) was’ gwefa\tﬁe\namé “Mary” or “Maly”,

. andit is hﬂf"flfe ﬁtbry | am now wrltmg N\

s i b Y
i -,
x"'-\.

Whéﬁ-ﬁaﬁﬁs@bm‘;{ oﬁ'ﬁe xéayﬁolﬁ'q‘ FreM father
had to leave fof Hanoi to work for_hislfather’s company

which had been given to him.A problem arose when Nang

Lek would not allow her granddaughter, a one-year-old baby,
to travel on horse and ejeﬁham'b@qk to Vietnam. She asked
her French son-in-law to go on alone first and suggested
that he come back to get Maly when she was a little bit
older. However, travelling in those days was very difficult and |
risky and communication between the two families broke

e

down so that when Mr. Signer left, he left for good. He didn’t

return to Laos. During the first year of separation there was
much news and money for the upkeep of the baby, his wife

. and mother in-law but by the third year the news came that ‘
g - Mr Singer had remarried aVietnamese woman.
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Maly, a little half-French girl was growing up in a
typical Lao environment, that is, among her relatives, a rice
growing community, without ever knowing anything about
her foreign father, his life, work or French culture. She
couldn’t even remember what her father looked like. She
had not seen him since she was barely two years old.

Maly stood out in the Lao community in that she
looked more like a European. People used to tease her for
being a half-blood:“A drop of French” “Luk falang kee nok”
- a bird dropping - a bird symbolizes a foreigner and “Kee
nok " is a bird’s dropping. They used phrases such as “Red

v - headed girl” (Sao Hua Daeng) or “Frizzy-haired girl” (Ee

hua Ngong). All of this name calling stemmed from the fact
that Maly not only had fair skin, the bridge of her nose was
high and she had other physical European characteristics.

Nang Panh remarried when Maly was about 5 years
old. By the time she was old enough to go to school, Nang
Panh had more children from her second marriage. This
meant that Maly never had a chance to go to school. Her
childhood was just like a sad story in any society where
there is always conflict between the step-children and
the step-father and jealousy among children of the same
mother but different father.
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Mother (Maly), 31 years old.

€y (Und) 99¢) 43 U
¥ Mother (Maly), 43 years old.
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from left to right: Nang SiMuang, Nang SiLong, Mother’s half-sisters.
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Maly reached puberty in the 1930’s. She was married
5 when she was about fifteen. She met her husband while
\ ~ she was living with one of her relatives in Udon-Thani,
Thailand. He was a college PE teacher. Everyone said that
Maly was lucky to have married into this family because the
bridegroom was highly educated. He came from a wealthy
and respected family in the community. However, mother
became a divorcee two years later; she was then only
seventeen. She had an eight month old son with her. The
circumstances that led to her divorce would be enough on
their own to make a book. | will mention some of them
_ later on in the chapter.

Maly (Mother) married Maha Sila Viravongs (Father)
in 1939 and they had fourteen children together, seven girls
and seven boys. All of Mother’s children grew up healthily.
Somkit, our half-brother, from mother’s first marriage, was
our oldest brother and was only 26 when he died on the
Lao battlefield at the Plain of Jars in 1962. Mother was so
upset and grieved that she nearly lost her mind over his
death. People said that she should not have grieved so much
because she still had other boys. However, in this whole
wide world, there was not a thing that could measure

Mother’s love towards each of her children. No child could
replace another in her feelings. Every child of hers is her
_ heart, her soul and her body.
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Maha Sila Viravong, Maly, Somkit and Dara. (Bangkok, 1942)
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All of us received a good education, good enough
to make right decisions in our lives Mother never saw a

;%&T.

difference in the value of boys versus girls. Girls should go
to school as well as boys, and she usually supported our
inclinations. Whoever wanted to study got her full support
and many of her children obtained scholarships to study
abroad.

| can safely say, | think, that Mother’s children all

lead honest and meamhgfuucxes\rhez are making valuable

~ contributions ;e”Laqsﬁcuety and«-qulture Among us are
'\ technicians; exp,arrs teachers, writers and Mwho have
- made’ l:helmﬁark in_this worlc[ already and a_r;gw;gll “known
"in thelr reSpenéwaamas of/ wofk p lef @II{ of them with
admiration &nd—ehey‘fwave also msﬁﬂd o have come
into contact with them. Their works of art and literature

will last as long as“this land of Lao“stands because through
them the heritage of Lao culture has been revived and a
strong foundation for continuation has been established.

Mother had a big part in the development of these
creative children. She was always ready to provide an
atmosphere of support and encouraged us in every positive
thing we did or said. She was our role model as well as
providing easy and attainable rules for us to follow.

Neighbors never ceased to be amazed at how she
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could raise fifteen children unharmed by epidemic diseases
or accidents. One of Mother’s simple rules in child rearing
was that she would save good food for the children, if and
when she could, and give it the youngest children. She
would always keep new rice (still full of vitamins) for making
broth or flour and mix that with sugar to feed to the
younger ones twice a day. Younger children would always
eat before the adults. When her children were sick, she
would take them to a doctor ( not a traditional medicine
woman ) instead of using traditional herbal medicine as her
friends and other people were doing at that time. Mother
used to explain that children are weaker than adults and
" when they are sick, one should treat them quickly. Mother
 was very modern in her thinking about child rearing.
Although mother always gave birth at home with
the assistance of a Lao traditional midwife, she followed
hygienic procedures strictly. In her preparation for each
birth, mother cleaned the kettle for boiling water and
boiled the bamboo blade for cutting the cord. She prepared
all these herself for the traditional midwife. She had all
the napkins and baby clothing ready (made from old bed
sheets). She would boil and iron them. She did not believe
in the superstition that people held that if you prepare the
baby’s clothing before it arrives, harm will come to the baby.
Another practice contrary to general belief concerned food
taboos. Mother never had any food taboos. She ate any food

& that she liked and all of us take after her.We never followed
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| food taboo practices.We eat food that tastes good to us and
IR give us good nutrition. Another good attitude that mother
instilled in us was showing kindness to children whether

they are our own or other people’s. Mother forbade us to

bite or slap any child under two; neither hitting or slapping,
including squeezing the child’s cheeks, arms or legs for fun
because they were cute, were allowed. Mother also forbade

us as adults, to hit a child when angry or under stress. She

did not allow us or her relatives to use any kind of violence

with children, even making a loud noise to surprise them.
Children at this tender age do not understand any order or
1\ command. Mother’s kindness towards children and babies
‘in general was well known among her friends and relatives.
When she saw a baby abandoned or put up for adoption,

although she had five or six of her own at the time, she
still adopted the baby. She would say:“One more baby will
not make me poorer” meaning that for poor people, more
children would not make much difference in the financial
situation of the family.“ If we raise them well, when they
grow up they may be good citizens and people will be able
to depend on them.”

Mother’s thinking and reasoning was simple and
straightforward. She thinks that every child will grow
up to be a capable adult if they are raised properly. Not
many people would agree with this idea of hers. It was

. her own point of view at that time. Circumstances have



Ly ¥] j ™ L | #
ENgMeumNeon: knati1 190 Sudn, Uag O1s9. Knoti2 N0 UINsU, N9
Ssecay, U U3, a9 Suesu. €noli3 un9g nogciou, uag Sagzml, N9
Ssziy, U 1953.

From left to right: first row Somkit, Dara. Second row Pakhien,
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changed and this viewpoint may not always be applicable or
suitable. Nevertheless, we inherited from her the habit of
kindness and compassion towards our fellow human beings,
especially children.

| Episodes of Mother’s courageous actions and her
determination are countless. Collecting stories about
Mother from all fourteen of us would make many interesting
books. Mother is a survivor. She went through many

" difficulties and hardships which stemmed from Father’s

r 1 political involvement during the years 1939 to 1948.Many a

" time the life of her husband and his safety depended on her
cleverness, her insights and her intelligence, but Mother had
never been to school in her whole life!

The political situation at the time created conditions
in which Mother had to make many courageous decisions
which brought her family to safety. Her unconditional
love for her children and for her husband won her much
friendship and kindness from other people.What happened
to her in 1940 will demonstrate this point.

The beginning of December 1940 was cold and
= windy. Some Vientiane citizens were moving out of town as

—— there was a rumor that Thailand would be sending air-raids
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against the French. It was harvest time. The villagers stayed

in their rice fields to guard their newly harvested rice. It
was well known that Maha Sila (Father) was a Lao freedom
fighter. He was involved in the resistance group against the
French in the hope of freeing Laos from French colonial
rule. Father and his group wanted to seize the opportunity
when the French were weakened by the stronger Germans.
That was why father’s resistance movement was under

constant watch by FrencP/s ies. In an attempt to eradicate
the freedom ﬁghtt;;s,/ the ch
_they suspected of being

arresting som?)‘a{

_ their enemies. Father originally cam

rities started

»  ‘which-is situated on the west side of th “Mekong_river

a Lao nationaf! e;g)jn be and Thailand

made it legal for the French to try and arrest the Thai in
Laos.

The village headman “Ya Pho Ta Saeng Boun " of
Tasaeng Sithan Neua at the time, was a very good friend
of Father’s. They had had a long well-established friendship
since Father had been a Buddhist monk. When Father
renounced his monk-hood, Ta Saeng Boun had been very
supportive and had given him a Baci'. Hearing about the
situation, Ta Saeng Boun came quickly. He asked: “ Taan
Maha? | heard the French are arresting Thai people. Aren’t

| This is traditional when any person renounces his life as @ monk.* A baci ” ceremony is
given to welcome into a layman’s life. It is a way of accepting him back into lay people’s
~2  YaTaan Maha is a respectful title people used with Father when they addressed him
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you afraid? You came from that side of the river but all the
same you've been here a long time.You are a Lao now! " Ya |
Pho Ta Saeng Boun added: “That is all for now.When they
come (meaning the spies) | will speak loudly to signal their
coming so that you can hide right away!” |

In view of this danger, Father told his mother-in
-law Nang Phanh (who had just remarried a man from
Sayaphoum province, in what is now Thailand) to go first.
Then he took his family to hide away in a hut made of
bamboo, situated near the rice threshing yard in Ban Dong
Nasok. Dara, our oldest sister (the first born of Maha Sila |

- and Maly) was only 9 months old. Because staying near the
 threshing yard, getting rice dust in her eyes for many days,
Dara developed sore eyes.

The situation became more tense and quite risky.

At the time, there were attacks between the Thai and the
French. Father moved his family further, to Thong Lak Hin.
There he made a hut of bamboo at the northern end of
the threshing yard. Because there was a war going on in the
country, many farmers made their threshing grounds close
together. They were a big group and their huts were built
around their threshing grounds. The whole group covered
about four or five rice fields and there were thick haystacks
surrounding the huts. The stacks provided a hilly fence for
2 the families. |
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On the 7* January 1941, while Father was weaving
his fish net for catching the bats which fed on the flowers
of kapok trees growing on the edge of the forest near by.
Father went hunting with his nephew Saly, a lad of 20 years
old at the time. Mother, her six year old son Khit and nine
month old daughter Dara, were asleep in the hut. Many of
the dogs were disturbed and were barking loudly around a
hut north of the threshing yard. The hut belonged to Thit
Panh (also known as Pho vanh). The artist who illustrated
the Phalak-Phalam story (Ramayana story) on the wall of
Wat OupMong pagoda.

_ There were loud voices from many people talking
. at the same time but clear enough to be understood as
“the night was still. The voice of Thit Panh was first heard

saying:

“Why have you all come ?”
The reply came: “We've come to arrest some Thai people
who we believe are here in this area”

Father; hearing the story, asked Saly to hurry over to
get the exact information. Saly went around the threshing
yard until he reached Thit Panh’s hut. He saw three French
soldiers equipped with long guns with two Lao spies led by Ya
Pho Ta Saeng Boun. Saly hid there to hear what was going on
and then ran back as fast as he could to tell Father. Mother

woke up and heard the whole story and insisted that Father

i, % escape and hide before the French soldiers arrived.
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Only a short time after that, the dogs came barking
.77 towards the hut where Mother and the two children were

sleeping. Many torches were shone onto the small hut until
dawn. Everyone in the hut could be seen clearly.

e i ———

first born-Mother of Khit), are you asleep ?” Ya Pho Ta
Saeng Boun was calling out to her in his usual friendly
manner. Mother pretended to have just woken up, not
knowing anything at all.

“Is there anything the matter,Ya Pho ?”

“Is Taan Maha at home ?”

“No, sir, you've just missed him. His highness, prince
Phetsaraj sent for him and he has just gone with the guard,”
Mother replied in a natural and straight forward voice.

“ When was that? People said they still saw him
in the early evening, " Ta saeng Boun asked in a seemingly
angry voice.

“At about four o'clock, sir,” Mother explained
innocently.

“Where did they take him ?”

“They said there were going to Ban Keun, sir”

“Where is Bac Saly ?”" Ta Saeng asked about Saly to

n make the interrogation more realistic.

“Oh! That boy! As soon as he finished eating' he

“Mae Khit, Mae Khit (Mother was called after her
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couldn’t wait to go out. He might be talking to the girls in
Ban Nong Buk for all | know.”

“I think we had better look for Bac Saly in Ban Nong
Buk. Maybe when Taan Maha comes back he will join Saly
there.” Ta Saeng convinced everyone to leave the hut area.

On their way out the soldiers and the Lao spies
were saying that if Father was hiding in the hay stack, they
would not able to find him as the stacks were so thick and
big. Some of the spies suggested that they walk on top of

- . the hay, piercing it with their bayonets as they went. Saly and

y © Father saw and heard everything the visitors were saying

" because they were there hiding in the thick, thorny bushes

near the haystacks.

When the visitors were gone, Father came up to
the hut to discuss the situation with Mother. He praised
her for her cleverness and ability to tell a good lie. Mother
told him to leave that same night but Father was worried
about his family. He didn’t want to leave just yet. He thought
of hiding somewhere around the area. Later that night, the
French soldiers and the Lao spies came back to the hut
without Ya Pho Ta Saeng; apparently they suspected Ta
Saeng. Fortunately, Mother had told Father to go down to
hide in the bushes right next to the threshing yard. Realizing

L. that the search for arrest was serious, Mother pleaded with
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Father for his safety — he must escape. She insisted that
fr she could look after the children very well. To make it easy
« for him to go away, she said she would go to live with her
relatives in Tha Ngone and she then would join him when
it was safe to do so.
At dawn on the following morning Father and Saly
started walking, traveling across rice fields till they reached
Ban Phang Haeng. In the early morning. They were helped

by the abbot of Wat Phang Haeng, who was more than 100

i ae friends called Thao Son |
r e was

v L o
safe and h e mon nt some with

Song. However, after doing this a few times she started

to be suspicious.of Song’s honesty. She knew that Father
would not normally need sp much money and Father also
knew that Mother would need more money than he would,
for she had to save up for emergencies.

She sent money with Song six times with care, for
it occurred to her that he might be thinking she had a lot
of money and decide to rob her. She asked people around
about Song and found out that he was a gambler and that
there were gambling houses opening up all over the place in

- the countryside. The last time he came and asked for money

¢ «o she only sent Father’s coat and a message for Father to cross

Y«Q
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the Mekong river to the other side. As for her, she would go
to her relatives.

Later on, when the family was together again, Father
told Mother that he only sent Thao Song twice. The gambler
had come five or six times, had lied to Mother, and had taken
money from her.

What really worried Mother most at the time were
Dara’s sore eyes. After seeing a doctor and getting some
medicine for Dara’s eyes, Mother put all her household
belongings onto an oxcart, and went to Tha Ngone to stay
with her relatives. Among the household belongings were

. Father’s books. She packed them in five cane suitcases and |
* she also had a bicycle which Father used to go to work

S

every day. They had bought it for sixteen kip. After she had
been living in Tha Ngone, Father sent a message for her
to join him. She then sold the bike for twelve kip and the
dishes and plates, and some tables and cupboards to her
relatives. She left Father’s books safely with a relative and
moved back to live in Ban OupMong, at uncle Sing’s house
(Grandmother’s young brother). The preparation for her
escape closely followed Father’s instructions which he had
sent with a friend of his, whom he had once helped to settle
in Vientiane. This man called Father “ Ajarn ™ (teacher).

Mother was only twenty - one years old and
already had two children. She was ready to face whatever

B
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| 4 in March 1941, with one hand holding her son’s hand, the
ﬁ baby tied on to her waist, just as if she were going for a
| - walk along the river bank by Wat OupMong, she set off.The
three were approaching the small spirit house’® situated on
the bank of the river. Mother would wait there for a canoe
to take her across the Mekong River. She was wearing an
old sin (skirt) on the outside but under that was a relatively
new, gold, tie-dyed skirt. She had made a small bag, about
twenty centimeters long, had stuffed it with her silver coins,
then sewn it inside the waist of her skirt. Dara, the baby
was sitting on her waist.
The three of them, Mother and children, were
- ‘walking along the earthen dike. She was thinking of the
village protector spirit, asking him to ward of danger from
her and the children. Great-grandmother who was at the

time sixty years old, was walking behind them to see them
off. Great-grandmother was still very healthy and strong.
She was carrying Mother’s small cane suitcase and a bag of
sweet tamarind fruit for Father. While they waited for the
man with the canoe, Mother took the children to rest in a
house. The door of the house was not closed but was right
next to the spirit house.The owners were away, working in
their rice field. All four, Mother, Great-grandmother, Dara
and Khit went in thinking they would avoid being seen.
They were worried that the boatman was taking a long
time. They had hardly thought this, when, just as they were

. stepping out of the house, a Lao spy who was a native of

" The belief was that the spirit looked after the people in the village and protected them from
§  the danger of drowning.
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Ban KhounTa was walking with his bike, coming directly
towards the house. He told them that he would have to
arrest them and take them to prison because he believed
they were trying to escape. Mother was fighting, arguing
strongly and denying the accusation. She was only taking a
walk, she said, but the spy confiscated her suitcase and put
it on his bike to use as evidence. He ordered Mother and
| the children to go with him. However, as it was getting dark,
he decided to put them up at the French Commissioner’s
house in Nam Phu village for the night. Great-grandma was
so worried she stayed with Mother. So the five of them
walked in the twilight across the village in an atmosphere of
“stillness. No one spoke. The villagers looked on.This scene

is still vivid in the memory of many people, even today.

Soon after, the bad news spread throughout the
village. The man who was supposed to take mother across
the river got told off by Mother’s relatives, and never came
back.The following morning Mother was interrogated before
being taken to court. Mother was not afraid of the court
because she had done nothing wrong. It was interesting
that Mother, a girl who had never had any formal schooling,
had ideas for the court clerk. She had had experience in a
court case before when she was divorcing her ex-husband
in Udon. Her ex-husband had been a teacher at a college.
At that time, he had told her that if she wanted a divorce

4 . she would have to file the court-case herself.
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Mother explained that this husband had been very
jealous - so jealous that after their wedding he would
not let her go out of the house alone. When they went
shopping he would walk behind her so that he would see if
she looked left or right at other people. There were other
episodes that made her very unhappy and upset, all of which
stemmed from his bizarre jealousy. Finally when once she
wanted to visit her Mother (Grandma) inVientiane because
she missed her very much, her ex - husband replied, implying
that they would have to be divorced first if she wished to go
to Vientiane so badly. Mother took the reply seriously and
. wanted a divorce without asking for any dowry repayment,
'+ except for monthly child maintenance.With the support of
her relatives, she succeeded in divorcing her well-educated
ex-husband. She was not afraid of being a “divorcee” (as
all Lao girls normally would be) even though she was
only seventeen years old, with a six-month-old son. This
experience had made her very confident and brave and she
had no fear of speaking in court.

The courthouse was situated in what is today the
Printing Shop of the Ministry of Education in Vientiane.
Mother entered carrying her baby girl and holding her
son’s hand. Due to the public support for her case, she
was able to argue with the court that there was no law
against people walking along the river bank. What mother
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suspected was that the boatman had wanted more money
for taking her and the children across and had betrayed her |

to the French authorities for personal gain.

The court proceedings didn’t take very long as |
Mother’s suitcase and her children were irrefutable evidence |
of her attempt to escape from Laos. Mother admitted that |
she was going to join her husband and said that she saw
nothing unlawful about that: The court’s verdict was that
she be put in prlson wgethpr wnﬂ‘rher I:wo children.

5y At- tﬁat ﬁrrne there was a Freneh mr:dgal doctor |
whahad treated Daras sore eyes a few; months before He
" heard abeut‘th*e Cam and carrm to enqum;e I-ﬁs comment to

the court was-that it-was’a normal-thing for-a wife to want
to see her husband. He suggested that she be put under

house arrest in Mahosot hospital, with police guarding her.
Mother was told by Ya Pho Thonglay who was interpreting,
that the French doctor took pity on her and the children. |
He thought that she was a good woman, a grateful and
honest person faithful to her husband. “This is a good
woman. She misses her husband and of course she wants to
see him. She loves her husband and her children. | used to
see her bringing food to her husband in the hospital every |
day. She brought her children too. The children are lovely. ‘
She is French like me so | want to help her. It’s hard to find
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Mother, son and daughter were under house arrest
for one month and eighteen days in Mahosot hospital.
Almost every day the French doctor brought her some
soap and gave her money for her children’s food. Some days
he gave her five bis ten bis is one kip), others he gave ten
bis.

Mother saved many kip and many cakes of soap! and
after her “imprisonment”, mother changed the bis coins
into (real silver) kip coins. She was preparing for second
escape attempt across the river. It coincided with the Lao
New Year, in April. A very good friend of the family by the

=S name of Pho Tu Vanthong, who lived in the northern vllage

. » . of Talat Kok Pho ( Kok Pho market ), told his daughter to
"5 tell Mother to get ready to cross the river on New Year's
Day. He had arranged for someone to help her, but she
must not tell anyone.

The day arrived. Once again Mother wore an old
sin (skirt) on the outside, but under was a brand new sin
_ which had not even been sewed up. She put the money bag
. around her waist as before and carried Dara who was by
this time thirteen months old. She was holding her son’s
hand. They were enjoying the water festival, watching
people playing cards and gambling along the area north of
Wattay Noi pagoda. Mother bought boiled chicken from

Pho Tu Vanthong’s daughter, Pa Vanthong. They whispered

- about the escape time. Normally Pa Vanthong never made
sy

R S anything to sell at the festival - but that day she was selling
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boiled chicken-just to keep an eye on what was going on
and to inform Mother about the time to go.When twilight

o iy
& i

came and it was too dark to recognize faces, Pa Vanthong
took Mother and the two children to her house. The
whole room was lit up and there was food on the table.
Mother was so overwhelmed by the kindness that she was
speechless. Pho TuVanthong invited her and the children to
eat dinner but Mother couldn’t eat anything.

It was so windy and stormy that Mother felt
Y hopeless about her chances of crossing the river that night.
'\ She was crying quietly and said: “We are so unlucky! | think
7 fate has it that we won’t meet again in this life”. but Pho |
T Tu Vanthong contradicted her and said:"Don’t say that, my |

dear. I'll plead with Heaven to help. Just wait a bit longer -
look at the wind - how long will it last ?”.

|
Soon after he said that the wind dropped suddenly !
and the rain disappeared. A message came to tell her that
guards on the river bank had run away to their barracks to
escape the storm and they had not returned to the river.
This was the best chance for Mother. Pho Tu Vanthong
hurried them off:“Go now, children.”

As soon they walked out of the house they met a

handicapped man who had small legs, but very strong arms.
," man carried Khit down the steep river bank, holding

Ap



7

45

ccri’s::ﬂﬂccﬁucgsﬁsa fwacusauUIssn 959599
nsusy ﬁﬁguaaggudﬁ: "Uaea, ungus tanaws
onuacad!  weauuasy cazsucEacdssnaan
AN, ANiU hwaiiuunagdatnusgans
nosgoauila tﬁ@ncuaasnfué‘un:ma, 20U Az
ccﬁﬁ'lﬁu'lsjs'ouzqnﬁﬂﬁu TuBucoududzcnndy.

cHecmonay  azmon9gge9iloesy n=Saoau
SNHCS9S U tfjtﬁm*}asuﬁaéwcgﬂ‘ldequcmu log
Sﬂ'l.‘?lm.laisj €AE QU913 sjﬁnﬁécﬁauanssusj n
naugsswnde, windacSnosnluuaucianuafings
mqnccuigaﬂn (). ScfucBoy ccazcuntndonciy
auuay Eja:azmﬁg. tcii‘lﬁsw’s:ﬁﬁn?mﬂgagaqo
nocnussiow  qud 1940 éigcilna:a-.:u:ﬁﬁ'n Somz
uzdiy  esguadnuzcionauin  Asuiiucdnuyude ,‘.
a9 ﬁﬁmuﬁhmjgﬁu. nauasonuan cas Uscwd |

G9cBuduy es99q0zzmwaUegSnuRnLL. U
iﬁssuﬁnmﬁucﬁsgﬁgﬁqﬁuﬁqu?ﬁ 551115'3%115::?10,
Tanuon cca:?éﬁgﬁué“ccﬁé’ﬂé‘u Azt IuSE
unel Gigcdacasecag fudulucsufucey nauus
Youneiivgsimuesdonzuay. 83nee9ucy Tuazes




+4

on to the bamboo rail. Mother tied Dara to her waist and
walked down the steep steps on the river bank towards
the boat.The night was pitch dark after the storm.The two
men, Ai Meune and Ai Sene, who had come to take Mother
across the river were from Ban Sichiangmai.Their job was to
get people across the river to escape from Laos and also to
smuggle goods. The landing from which they operated was
hidden away. Only people dealing in illegal business would
know about it.The canoe had one man in the bow, the other
at the stern. It was soon speeding across the Mekong and
in no time it reached the other side of the river and landed

. on the sandy enbankment of Ban Sichiangmai. On the shore,
' ? Father and his friends had been standing waiting since noon
4 to welcome the refugees. As soon as they saw the small
canoe touch the bank they shouted with joy “Here she is,
Nang Mathi following Phrawet” (meaning the faithful wife
following her good husband). Father ran to take Dara from
Mother. After that, the family traveled to Nong Khai. Father
was ecstatic that everyone was safe. The family would start
their new life in a foreign land.

The political situation between the French and the
Thai on both sides of the Mekong river worsened. Father
moved his family to live in Bangkok with support from

#% ! friends and Father’s former teacher who had ordained
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him when he was a young boy. Father was offered a job
in the Thai National Library, with a handsome income, and

'!Wﬁ’%% -
2 %

Mother became considered in Thai society as “ KhunNay "
(Lady) for a period of time. She learned many new things in

life in the 1940s.

This was also a time of cultural change under
the dictatorship of General Plaek Phiboon Songkhram
in Thailand. He ordered women to wear Western skirts,
and abolished the chewing of areca nuts, as well as some
other old traditional practices. Mother learned from
her neighbors how to make dresses and to wear a skirt,
‘hats, and stockings like European women. Everyone had
to learn and practice saying “Good morning” and “Good

afternoon” when greeting family members. Life in Thailand
was reasonably comfortable for Mother. It was as if she had
been given a chance to enjoy life after much hardship during
the war. Mother, Father and the family retuned to Vientiane
in 1948.

The difficulties and suffering described above were
only a very small portion of Mother’s life. The political
conflict still lingered for a long time and the number of
family members increased: Father wrote many Lao literary
books for Lao's heritage. Some of his success in writing was
supported by Mother. She used to encourage him especially

- in his writing of poetry. Lao poems are for reading out
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loud and singing. Although Mother could not read or write,
she had an excellent memory.When Father was reading a
newly written poem to her, she would make comments on |
it, whether it rhymed well or not. Even for us, now when l
we read our poems to her, she will comment and suggest |
some adjustments in the wording or in the rhyming and we '
will fix them right away.

One more preciou/s,Lgsson which we boys and girls

learned from Mothe /|:4§ to vo’&u\nﬂce.When we

girls were gettmg‘fnar ,Mother would emphasise that we
" should lpt’@:,guf husbands hit us b useLi(we did, they
[ 4 /ul( on doung it. This modern principle |s\benef‘cml

q for\‘“da'ﬂght Mlnq&u}\to{? Maways to
avoid male/violence./Ong’ othe Mother was

not to swear, use ugly words, or vulgarity with husbands as

they value respect and honor from women. In Asian society |
in general, the male values honor more than anything. She

said, when disputing or arguing we shouldn’t refer to the
husbands’ parents’ family or they would always retaliate

with violence using their fists or a wooden cane.When one

was in the wrong it is better off to keep quiet.

The values that mother taught us are good lessons
for us women in order to protect our personal rights,
that is to say, not to give in to male violence. Non-violence

. should be practiced in family, society and country. If one
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allows violence to occure once, the habit of violence is
formed and develops into a tradition of weakness. The
practice of equality between man and woman within
the family provides a necessary foundation to promote
women’s development in many other areas of life, including
equality under the law.

A woman like Mother, illiterate and growing up at the begining

of the twentieth century, is a role model who proves that this is
achievable.
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The first time | saw my Grandma was when she came to visit us in Australia
around 1988.1 knew nothing about her; her life, her ideas, her cufture, her history. | just knew
she was my Grandma from Laos and she was my mother's mother.

One day | got the hiccups and everything | did just made them worse. Then
suddenly my Grandma started calling out that someone had taken her $2 dollar coin, in
the next second she turned to me and stated that it must have been me as she had seen
me near her bag before. This was a heavy accusation to my 10 year old ears, | pleaded
innocence, but no matter how sincere my appeals were, Grandma refused to listen. | was
tongue tied completely until she grinned and remarked how quickly my hiccups had gone

| awdy.

| From being tongue tied and mad | quickly became ashamed and impressed. it
| was the clever, mischievous spontaneous. Since that day my respect, admiration and love for
my Grandma began sprouting.

In 2000 | came to Laos and lived with my Grandma, Aunt Dara and relatives for
nine months. In that time | received so much of Grandma Mali's life, her ideas, her cuiture,
her history. Her lessons will remain dear to me and her humor will always remind me not
to take things so seriously !

Vimala Deyvongs
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'm one of grandma's grandchildren, which there are more than 40 of us and counting | was lucky
that once | was so close to her, as we had been living together for quite sometime, | was always amazed
of Grandma endless stories and her problem solving skills,

One day many years ago, my younger sister, Pui and | went to visit grandma at her house in Ban
Nakham. Pui was very unhappy. as her tooth was about to fall out. She wouldn't let anyone to touch it
because she was scared of getting hurt, Grandma felt sorry for her and wanted to help. So she took a red
thread. "Pui come here”, Grandma said."I'll tie this red thread around you troubling tooth, it will fall off by
itseli” Grandma certified Pui believed Grandma, so she opened her mouth to let her tie the red thread
around the tooth. As soon as Grandma tied the tooth, she pulled the tooth out. Pui didn't even have a
chance to scream or cry. It was too quick to feel any pain. So | started to laugh. Grandma always had tricks
and treats, reasons and answers to everything. Because of Grandma influences in these areas, in everyday
ife | always questions, search for reasons and answers to everything,

OQudomphone Bounyavong
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Quotes about MaliViravong from her Children

- ...Mother didn't let her children become seriously ill, she was prompt in
~treating whatever condition we had and never hesitated to seek medical
advice not just for us but for other children too...

Dara Kanlaya

...Mother was Fathers unofficial ‘editor, she listen to his ideas and writings
and gave her own thoughts about his work, she was his testing ground,
commentator, appraiser and audience...Mother took particular care of
Fathers manuscripts, where the family moved to, Mother brought them
100.; .

Inkhiane Dejvongsa

...5he placed a high value on education, kindness and generosity, for example,
Mother borrowed money to buy me a pair of glasses so that | could continue
my education. ..

L Douangdeuane Bounyavong

...Mother loved her children dearly, the grief she suffered after the death of
wher eldest son was so immense, she was also pregnant, but had a miscarriage
a short time later...

Ratsamy Viravong

...She resolute and steadfast in her decision making and problem solving,
balanced with sensitivity, fairness and common sense. ..
Viraphon Viravong

...Mother was very concerned and protective and cherished all her
children...she had an incrediable memory, names dates everything, even
though Mother was unable to read or write Lao...

Virasingh Viravong

...Mother was direct, straight to the point, what she thought she said, what
she said she did...she always used sound judgement and did things for a

reason...

Viradeth Viravong

: bex 2 of her inherent intelligence and insightfulness, Mother was a
learner; she was able to teach her children as well as other peoples’

. Virasath Viravong
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.. The values that mother taught us are good lessons for us women in order to
protect our personal rights, that is to say, not to give in to male violence. Non -
violence should be practiced in family, society and country. If one allows violence
to occur once, the habit of viclence is formed and develops into a tradition of
weakness. The practice of equality between men and women within the family

provides a necessary foundation to promote women's development in many
other areas of life, including equality under the law.

A woman like Mother, illiterate and growing up at the begim#the twentieth
century, is a role model who proves that this is achievable.
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